It may only be a coincidence, but it's another reason to keep Australia Varroa mite-free as for long as possible. Experts say that when -and it is when, not if -Varroa mite arrives in Australia, local bees will be extremely susceptible, as they have not been exposed to it.
There have already been a couple of scares. In 2012, Varroa-carrying bees were found living in the loading cranes of a ship berthed off Sydney.
Credit: Waugsberg under CC BY-SA 3.0 Australia may be currently free of Varroa mite but not of its natural host, Asian honey bees -which is why horticultural industries, the honeybee industry and the Australian Government set up a National Bee Pest Surveillance Program managed nationally by Plant Health Australia.
No amount of surveillance can guarantee pests are kept out, however, so an early warning system is necessary.
The most likely entry point for Varroa mite is through Australia's east coast ports, with New Zealand and South-East Asian vessels and their cargo presenting the highest risk.
The National Bee Pest Surveillance Program now has 126 'sentinel' hives of healthy European honey bees placed at high-risk locations near ports, with an average of six per site. These hives are tested every two months for the presence of Varroa mites and another major honey bee pest, the Tropilaelaps mite.
CSIRO researchers used data-analysis expertise to work out the best sites for the hives. Using a technique called random effects modelling, which makes allowance for variance in the different types of data, the researchers began with the shipping data -which vessels had arrived in Australia, when they arrived and their port of origin.
They matched these records with exotic bee interceptions -whether on vessels, in machinery, or nesting on the outside of containers at ports. Then maps and aerial pictures of all Australian ports were assembled to produce models of potential bee habitats.
Mapping potential bee habitats is all well and good -but what is the real likelihood of bees finding these places? The researchers had to include information on how far bees can swarm, which turns out to be 5 km maximum for Asian honey bees and 2 km for European honey bees.
They also had to include information about how long a vessel would need to be in port for bees to find those ideal habitats. If there isn't enough time for scout bees to find a suitable site or for a second set of bees to visit and 'approve' it, the colony will not swarm. That's also assuming the swarm has a queen. This was not always possible to establish with confidence from the interception data.
Data were then assessed to establish what cargo came to the more 'bee-hospitable' ports, where the vessels arrived from and how long the voyage had been. Voyages of 300 days or longer were excluded on the basis that the bees wouldn't survive a trip of that length. The country of origin and type of cargo are also important considerations. Asian honey bees in particular like to nest in nooks in machinery that is subsequently shipped as cargo.
